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The year 2011. I was in my second week at my first job out of college. I was handling social media accounts of clients in an advertising agency when I got a call that would redirect 
my life forever. The call was from Meliton Roxas Jr., a lighting 
designer whom I first met during my college-theater days as a 
communications major at Far Eastern University. 
Meliton said he needed an assistant to light Sintang Dalisay, a 
Tanghalang Ateneo production to be directed by Ricardo Abad. 
Meliton and I had worked together in a theater production at Far 
Eastern University, where he designed the lights and I was student 
artistic director. I wondered why Meliton invited me to join him 
since I was virtually clueless about many aspects of technical 
theater. Maybe he saw something in me. Maybe he was desperate 
for an assistant. I did not ask. An artist’s way is not to wait for a 
reason; he is to jump in, headfirst, and abandon a tiresome job that 
entails figuring out earning potentials of social media accounts. 
“Makakatrabaho natin si Badong Bernal!” Meliton exclaimed. 
The National Artist for Theater Design. 
I did not share Meliton’s enthusiasm. I did not have the same 
exposure to the Order of National Artists, did not know who these 
Sintang Dalisay
Reminiscing from the Technical Perspective 
feature  Reminiscing from the Technical Perspective
1 0 0
people were, or what art forms the award covered. All I sensed then, 
thanks to Meliton’s infectious excitement, was that working with a 
national artist would renew my love of theater. If it did not, I would 
march back to Makati, where social media accounts and bi-monthly 
salaries, like death, waited patiently for me. 
I remember entering the Rizal Mini-Theater: I was a young artist, 
about to be reborn into the theater world and the thought of working 
with a national artist was making me nervous. I thought that a 
national artist’s work entailed gigantic set pieces, extravagant props, 
and costumes of the most expensive materials. “Mukhang palaban 
ang darating na mga linggo,” I said to myself, as I stepped inside 
the theater and saw a gilded beam, its surface engraved with okir 
designs, hung upstage-center. Beneath the beam was a small, black 
platform, four feet wide, six feet long, with a six-inch elevation—this 
was where the musicians would play. All other pieces onstage were 
a succession of platforms to level an acting area that was framed in 
a sea of black cloth used as legs and borders. Behind these was the 
cyclorama. The set design was simple—contrary to everything I was 
expecting a national artist would produce. Little then did I see the 
genius in this set and, later, in the costume design.
I was only confused, so I did my assignments without question. I 
read the script, watched the rehearsals, and asked many questions—
doing all these in between rigging lights and splicing cables for the 
first time as a professional. Then, just as we were nearing opening 
night, and all the costume pieces were near completion, I sat in my 
post for the first of a few technical-dress rehearsals, waiting for all 
the actors to enter diagonally on the stage for their first chorus cue. 
From the darkness of that bare and simple set, shifting the focus 
from the musicians playing on the platform, emerged a cast from the 
opposite sides of the stage. The performers were dancing the igal, 
dressed Muslim-style, in fabrics of pink, yellow, blue, red, and green 
costumes that were embellished with gold threads and shimmering 
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faux jewelry. It dawned on me: That is the power of production 
design, to transport the audience to the “reality” of the show. 
The overall look catered to the most basic concept of design. 
It highlighted a singular element, namely, the vibrant, colorful 
textiles of an imagined Muslim community, on an almost bare set 
accented by a golden okir beam held up by one earth-toned post. The 
musicians never left the stage, and their bodies acted as part of the 
overall design as additional pieces to fill the space; their visibility 
depended on the intensities of the lighting. In certain scenes, the 
light was bright, and the musicians looked like additional cast 
members playing music at the palace ball; when the lights dimmed, 
the musicians adopted a different soundscape: those of animals, 
ghosts, angry crowds, and even the silence of a shadowy forest.
From a technical perspective, the design was a work of genius. 
It positioned the musicians, for example, far from the audience, 
a design choice that eliminated the chance of feedback from the 
microphones used by the band. At the same time, the wide and 
very bare acting area allowed for the best use of space for both 
choreography and blocking, considering that the production 
had, at most, eighteen cast members dancing the igal on stage at 
one time, and had just as many scene changes, both indoor and 
outdoor, throughout the play.
The vast open space would have been a hurdle for many lighting 
designers, but Meliton trusted his gut and deployed the classic 
McCandless lighting method, using distinct warm and cool hues 
from different angles to illuminate the space. Looking at the lighting 
project in hindsight, I see clearly how the overall color dramaturgy 
helped lift the design to a different playing field. The warmer tones, 
for instance, represented the actual geography, reflecting the heat 
of southern Philippines. It also served as a lighting metaphor for 
the reflection of the gold accessories worn by the actors. The cooler 
tones, in turn, represented the waters that were an integral element 
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in the igal’s origins, the territory of the Sama Bajau, and a visual 
foreshadowing of the tragedy to come.
During the last technical and dress rehearsal, and only then, 
Abad introduced Meliton and me to Bernal. “Are you from UP?” 
Bernal asked through a face mask he was wearing to prevent others 
from catching his nasty cold. Meliton confirmed his academic 
background and both of them had a short chat about the people from 
Diliman. I was thinking about what questions to ask so that Badong 
would remember me for future productions, when the national artist 
turned toward me and asked, “Ikaw? Are you from UP?” I took a 
deep breath and answered, “No po, I’m from FEU.” He looked at me, 
from head to toe, and slowly turned back to look toward the stage. I 
did not wait for an answer. I rushed back to the control booth, jumpy 
from the adrenaline rush, and quickly prepared for the dress-tech 
run, all the time wishing that I had studied in UP.
Badong passed away before I got a chance to work with him 
again. He was the first production designer I professionally worked 
with, and his work—nay, our work—in Sintang Dalisay was one big 
reason a fresh college graduate in communications stayed in the 
theater and never returned to a desk job where social media accounts 
waited like tombstones.
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